Leadership education must evolve to keep pace with the growing recognition that effective leadership happens in a complex environment and is as much a systemic variable as a personal one. As part of a program review process, a graduate leadership program at a private Midwestern university conducted a qualitative review of 18 online graduate programs in leadership education. In the absence of a discipline or accrediting body to govern leadership degree programs, we utilized the integrating framework of complexity leadership theory (CLT), as well as two professional societies, to understand how the curricula and competencies of online graduate education align and diverge to meet the changing assumptions and challenges of leadership.
Introduction
Leadership in the twenty-first century will not be constrained within traditional organizational boundaries. As hierarchies flatten, and boundaries blur, leadership will become increasingly dynamic -emerging throughout and across organizations (Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien, Marion, Seers, Orton & Schreiber, 2006; Osborn, Hunt & Jauch, 2002; Schneider & Somers, 2006) . Leadership that is increasingly embedded within the organizational fabric, to effectively thrive in change, must be adept at building organizational capacity through continuous learning and innovation. This has implications for the leadership competencies taught and practiced (Shoup, 2016) .
In this brief, we examine if online graduate leadership programs are providing graduate students with comparable foundations in the field of leadership, specifically as it relates to the competencies necessary to be effective in complex adaptive systems (CAS). Brungardt, Greenleaf, Brungardt, and Arensdorf (2006) provided a qualitative review of 15 undergraduate leadership degree programs, examining elements such as the school profile, the mission and Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey (2007) define CLT as "focusing on identifying and exploring the strategies and behaviors that foster organizational and subunit creativity, learning, and adaptability when appropriate CAS dynamics are enabled within contexts of hierarchical coordination" (p.299). Weberg (2013) argued that this necessitates a paradigm shift from a leader-centric focus to one where leadership is viewed as "a dynamic relationship between culture, followers, self, and organization…" (p. 13). Keene (2000) suggested that the interplay between these various elements (i.e., with each other and the environment) is an important parameter of CAS. As these various factors change unpredictably, leaders must be able to handle the lack of control in their environments. CLT, characterized by the concept of "emergent leadership" (p. 17), posits that leaders need to engage in behaviors that build an organization's capacity to innovate, learn, and change (Weberg, 2013) . We believe graduate leadership programs should address this need and challenge the assumptions of traditional leadership perspectives, as the demand for adaptive and innovative leadership increases. Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) identified, within CLT, three types of leadership needed within the modern organization: administrative, adaptive, and enabling. They describe administrative leadership as managerial in nature and primarily focused on reaching outcomes through efficiency; consequently, these competencies, albeit still critical, reside more in yesterday's, hierarchical organization. Adaptive and enabling leadership, on the contrary, recognize that leadership emerges through the interactions of individuals, and suggest that the role of leadership is to create optimal organizational situations that foster innovation, flexibility, and organizational learning. We see enabling and adaptive leadership as most germane to future graduate leadership development. Although far from an exhaustive list, we build on the work of Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) to highlight broad leadership competencies important for graduate leadership education as it pertains to CLT, particularly those related to change within CAS: Continuous Improvement and Operational Efficiencybeing able to plan and coordinate for efficiency and continual improvement (Shoup, 2016) .
Organizational Culture -understanding how the culture impacts members of the organization, its interactions with external environment, etc., as well as being able to effectively navigate it. Shoup (2016) stresses the importance of the formal organization, but also claims the need for leaders to focus on the organizational culture, informal rules and norms. The Online Learning Environment. Higher education is also not immune to change. As noted by Pederson (2015) , education at every level is changing, and traditional institutional systems may no longer be able to keep pace with the continuous advances learners require. Further, Pederson noted that there is a trend of employees continuing to learn throughout their careers, which often translates to pursuing a graduate or some type of professional degree in an environment that is conducive to the needs of the working population. According to a 2010 report from the Commission on the Future of Graduate Education in the United States, the number of "non-traditional" students has consistently grown, with an increase in the number of students who are 40 years or older in graduate programs (Wendler et al., 2010) . Taylor (2015) indicated that while the number of non-traditional students is increasing, the barriers that these students face are also abundant. To elaborate, these students often have a number of competing responsibilities in addition to their education (e.g., full or part time jobs; children). Thus, graduate programs that make it possible for non-traditional students to be successful (e.g., online learning) are essential. Ross-Gordon (2011) suggested that nontraditional students are "here to stay" (p. 29), subsequently requiring the design and delivery of programs to be more responsive to the lifestyles of this population.
As part of a program review process, we reviewed graduate programs that offered either a fully online or "blended" (i.e., online and some in-person courses) delivery method and identified a number of both private and public institutions with leadership programs. In selecting graduate programs to include in this exploratory qualitative study, the following criteria were used: A) the program must be at the graduate-level, B) courses must be delivered in an online or blended format, and C) information must be available regarding the competencies/curricula of the program. Using these guidelines, 18 programs were reviewed against the backdrop of CLT. In order to examine how the competencies and curricula of these graduate programs align with one another, as well as with professional society standards, the following data were collected: program competencies/learning outcomes, course information, and required research components. A list of the competencies or learning outcomes from 10 of the 18 universities (i.e., 8 programs did not have outcomes/competencies readily available on the website) are provided in Table 3 . We utilized a hybrid coding approach to derive program competency and curricula themes. After conducting an initial round of open coding, we collapsed the codes into larger themes. We then contrasted these themes against CLT to further refine our list. We identified the following six major themes: change, culture, strategy/strategic thinking, ethics, research, and conflict/conflict resolution. Create an organizational culture of diversity and inclusion. 9. Activate self-directed strategies for continued personal and professional learning.
*8 of the programs examined did not have information available on their websites
In ten of the programs reviewed, the concept of change was found in either the program's competencies or curriculum. For example, some competencies included: driving positive change in any business, strategizing the change process, monitoring the impact of change in an organization (plus group and individual reactions to change), and leadership in organizational change. Several institutions offered courses related to change (e.g., Leading Innovation and Adaptive Change). In relation to CLT, the competency of change parallels closely with the need for leadership to be innovative and create new solutions within a changing environment. As noted by Keene (2000) , leaders will continue to be faced with an increasing pace of change and must be equipped with the necessary skills to not simply "control" changes within the organization and external environment, but to accept that uncertainty is an inevitable characteristic of organizational life. The CLT competency of innovation is met within leadership programs that are providing students with a foundation to monitor and lead change within their organizations.
The second major theme that was uncovered was the concept of organizational culture. In six of the programs reviewed, culture was mentioned in either the competencies or curriculum. For example, programs described competencies such as shape organizational culture with a particular emphasis on diversity, diagnose and address structural and cultural programs, explore key leadership areas of organizational culture, lead across international borders and cultures, and create an organizational culture of diversity and inclusion. An example of a courses included within these programs is Leadership for a Diverse World. As noted earlier, Weberg (2013) described CLT as a way to understand how leadership and culture influence one another in a dynamic manner, subsequently making it difficult to disentangle the two. In this new framework, leaders must be able to both analyze organizational culture and engage in the necessary behaviors to create positive and cohesive cultures.
The next theme that was found in seven of the programs reviewed was the concept of implementing strategy or strategic thinking. Specifically, various programs indicated that students should be able to make data-driven and strategic decisions, implement strategic initiatives in order to maintain a competitive advantage, demonstrate skills for effective strategy development, strategize the change process through organizational and individual tactical approaches, as well as have a broad understanding of strategy pertaining to organizational leadership. Some programs offered courses in Strategy and Planning and Organizational Leadership: Strategy and Execution.
Fourth, the concept of ethics was a prominent theme in several of the graduate programs. Specifically, in 7 of the programs, there was a mention of ethics in the competencies or objectives of the program. Some examples include: identify ethical issues and apply ethical principles, values, theories or frameworks to leadership practice, identify and assess the nature of ethical issues in organizations, assess the congruence between personal norms and ethical principles, and develop real-life methods of practicing ethical conduct. In terms of curricula, some courses offered include Ethical Leadership and Leadership and Ethical Decision-Making.
A fifth major theme in the competencies and curricula was conflict. To elaborate, many of these programs expect that students will be able to apply decision-making models in interpersonal, group, and organizational conflict, acquire skills for conflict management, manage conflict and facilitate group processes, and diagnose and propose methods to resolve conflict. Some universities offered courses on Conflict Management and Negotiation and Conflict Resolution. This theme relates closely to Uhl-Bien et al.'s (2007) description of a leader within the CLT framework as one who is able to creatively problem solve, and generate a new understanding of issues.
Finally, many schools indicated that students should be able to apply quantitative and qualitative research methods encompassing scholarly writing as related to leadership practice, exercise leadership skills through action-learning and research projects, synthesize the knowledge they gain in order to analyze and evaluate a current organizational challenge and propose solutions for increased effectiveness, as well as conduct research and communicate results successfully. Specific courses that reflect the theme of research methodology that some programs offer include Applied Quantitative Methods in Leadership Studies, Workplace Research: Critical Thinking and Decision-Making, and Research in Organizations.
In considering these six major themes extracted from the competencies and curricula of the graduate leadership programs, there does appear to be notable overlap among institutions. Generally, when examining each theme individually, around half of the programs reviewed had some alignment in competencies or course offerings. While finding this overlap between programs does provide some evidence that programs across the United States are generally using similar frameworks in graduate leadership education, it is equally important that these competencies are consistent with professional society standards.
Two professional societies were reviewed that have provided competencies in the leadership domain: Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) and the U.S. Office of Personnel Management. For the discipline of leadership, SHRM describes competencies at both a "global" level (7 total), as well as having a list of "essential" leadership competencies (20 total). In viewing SHRM's essential competencies, a leader should be able to lead the organization, self, and others in a number of ways, such as managing and solving problems (similar to the theme of conflict from the graduate program review), setting vision and strategy (similar to strategy), valuing diversity and difference (similar to ethics and culture), and developing adaptability, managing change, and taking risks and innovating (similar to change). Surprisingly, there does not seem to be an essential leadership competency from SHRM that is explicitly related to the research methodology theme (e.g., synthesizing knowledge, actionlearning, conducting research) found within the graduate programs. Thus, there seemed to be strong alignment between SHRM's list of leadership competencies and those found across the graduate programs.
The U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) also provides several competencies for leadership, suggesting that employers are looking for competencies such as technical credibility, flexibility, and oral and written communication, all which are notably missing from the SHRM competencies. In addition, OPM goes beyond the traditional areas of leading others and leading the organization, for example, and adds competencies such as business acumen (e.g., financial and human capital management) and the ability to build coalitions (e.g., political savvy, partnering). In reviewing the competencies and curricula from the 18 graduate programs, areas such as financial management and political savviness do not appear to be a priority.
Beyond the competencies and coursework that was examined in the review of graduate leadership programs, another area that was of particular interest was the research component of these programs (See Table 2 ). The number of research credit hours required from these various institutions was quite standardized across the board. Specifically, each program required approximately three credit hours involving some sort of capstone or research project. This finding is particularly interesting, as it was the most consistent "element" of online graduate leadership education found in the review, which may suggest some type of research component analyzing real organizational issues is a "best practice" in this field.
Discussion
As noted in the beginning of this brief, the two primary purposes of reviewing these leadership programs were to examine their alignment (and gaps) and to spur dialog regarding the various leadership education frameworks. We wanted to explore what elements of these programs may be considered "best practice" in light of a leadership framework that stresses the complexity of the modern organization (CLT).
In terms of the first contribution, leaders of these graduate programs may use this review as a benchmark to see how their program compares to other similar programs (e.g., Does our program highlight the major themes found in the other programs? Do we have similar competencies? Do we require a standard research component in our program?). Our small sample suggests that while online graduate programs align closely with one another in terms of curricula and research components, there are some gaps between professional society standards and these programs (e.g., competencies focused on research are notably missing from society standards, while competencies pertaining to business acumen, for example, are absent from graduate programs); however, it should be reiterated that these benchmarks were not specifically developed for graduate leadership education.
In relation to CLT, there does appear to be standardization across programs in terms of providing students with courses that will prepare them for unpredictable and changing environments as leaders. While there are certainly traces of the more traditional framework of leadership (e.g., administrative) within these programs, it is evident that all include some aspects of leadership that emphasize dealing with the increasingly complex world. Thus, in terms of the second implication of this review, we believe this preliminary research will indeed spur conversation regarding the changing nature of leadership and how it is reflected in graduate leadership education. We provided some initial evidence to suggest that online graduate leadership is moving beyond a leader-centric perspective to one that requires a systemic, innovative approach to respond to changes at all levels of an organization.
Through our review, our goal was to provide a starting point, through the lens of an integrating framework (i.e., CLT), that supports the possible creation of standard competencies for leadership programs. In addition, consistent with the National Leadership Education Research Agenda (NLERA), we hope this review serves as an impetus for subsequent research efforts aimed toward the creation of accrediting standards for graduate leadership programs and to solidify "leadership" as its own discipline.
Future Research and Limitations. While we contend that this review provides a preliminary overview of graduate leadership education, there are a number of ways this research should be extended. First, in this review, we solely looked at a small sample of graduate programs operating in an online or blended environment. In the future, including a larger sample of programs housed in a traditional setting (i.e., physically in a classroom) will be important to examine how these programs align with virtual programs. Other research may seek to compare leadership programs residing in different departments (e.g., business, education, political science, and professional studies).
Future research should also consider a more thorough examination of not only the competencies taught, but how they are taught. A more in-depth understanding of leadership pedagogy is especially critical given the disruption in higher education. We suggest research aimed toward understanding how leadership programs utilizing these newer modalities of learning facilitate the application of leadership competencies. For example, there is an opportunity to analyze how various leadership program capstones are having students synthesize and apply the competencies learned throughout their graduate learning experience. Similarly, it would be beneficial to examine the unique ways in which online leadership education is facilitating peer learning and reflection for self-awareness. Finally, we foresee a more robust theoretical argument around the future of leadership education given the constant change and complexity of the world. For example, what are the implications for a discipline of leadership, or a universal set of competencies, when much of leadership is considered contextual and emergent?
